Organizational learning is the ability of an organization to gain insight and understanding from experience through experimentation, observation, analysis, and a willingness to examine successes and failures. There are two key notions: organizations learn through individuals who act as agents for them; at the same time, individual learning in organizations is facilitated or constrained by its learning system.
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In Brief
A knowledge advantage is a sustainable advantage that provides increasing returns as it is used. However, building a knowledge position is a long-term enterprise that requires foresight and planning. To begin, one should grasp the fundamental, allied notions of organizational learning and the learning organization, which some contrast in terms of process versus structure.
On Learning Organizations
In the knowledge-based economies that emerged in the midto late 1990s, the organizations with the best chance to succeed and thrive are learning organizations that generate, communicate, and leverage their intellectual assets. In The Fifth Discipline, Peter Senge labels them "…organizations where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole together." 1 He catalogues their attributes as personal mastery, shared vision, mental models, team learning, and systems thinking (the fifth discipline that integrates the other four).
2 Command of these lets organizations add generative learning to adaptive learning.
3 Thus, they seldom make the same mistake According to Peter Senge, personal mastery hangs on clarifying personal vision, focusing energy, and seeing reality. Shared vision is built by transforming personal vision into common vision. Mental models are put together by unearthing internal pictures and understanding how they shape actions. Team learning grows from suspending judgments and fostering dialogue. Systems thinking fuses the first four disciplines to create a whole from distinct parts.
twice. Organizational learning promotes organizational health. 4 As a result, organizational performance is high.
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Referring further to Peter Senge, Figure 1 displays the core learning capabilities of organizations as a threelegged stool-a stool that would not stand if any of its three legs were missing. Figure 2 provides a matter-offact, multidisciplinary argument for why one might want to create a learning organization. Other authors 6 see learning organizations in different ways and the search for a single, all-encompassing definition of the learning organization is attractive but frustrating. In the final analysis, the most useful description is likely to be that which each organization develops for itself. That should be a well-grounded, easy-to-apply definition. Box 1 suggests an alternative way of looking at learning organizations, namely, by considering what their key characteristics might be. An important feature to bear in mind is that, for associated benefits to arise, a learning organization must be organized at five, sometimes overlapping, levels: (i) individual learning, 7 (ii) team learning, (iii) cross-functional learning, (iv) operational learning, and (v) strategic learning.
coping. 4 The notion of organizational ill health is easily understood and needs no explanation. As long ago as 1962, Warren Bennis identified three dimensions of it: (i) adaptability, (ii) coherence of identity, and (iii) the ability to perceive the world correctly. The point here is that organizational learning can provide a necessary and valuable contribution to organizational health by advancing the shared values, clarity of purpose, institutionalized leadership, technical capability, open and honest channels of communications, and ability to deal constructively with conflict. All are qualities that employees expect from their work nowadays.
Organizational performance comprises the actual outputs or results of an organization as measured against its intentions. It is commonly examined in terms of relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainability. The forces that drive these are organizational context, organizational knowledge, inter-and intra-organizational relationships, and the external environment. Individual learning is not covered in these Knowledge Solutions, even if it is the starting point of the learning organization and something that a learning organization should certainly encourage. Employees who are willing and able to learn new things are very important to an adapting organization. Without them, there will be no new products or services. There will be no growth. Specifically, learning organizations need skilled, enthusiastic, entrepreneurial, results-oriented, and improvement-minded individuals. To describe how individuals learn, David Kolb has framed a well-known experiential learning model: (i) doing, (ii) reflecting, (iii) connecting, and (iv) testing. Learning cycles can begin at any stage, depending on individual learning styles, but typically originate from doing. Reflective practitioners can choose to strengthen their ability at each stage to become all-round learners. Nevertheless, a learning organization is more than a collection of individuals who are learning-individual learning is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for organizational learning. 
Box 1: Characteristics of a Learning Organization
• People feel they're doing something that matters-to them personally and to the larger world.
• Every individual in the organization is somehow stretching, growing, or enhancing his or her capacity to create.
• People are more intelligent together than they are apart. If you want something really creative done, you ask a team to do itinstead of sending one person off to do it on his or her own.
• The organization continually becomes more aware of its underlying knowledge base-particularly the store of tacit, unarticulated knowledge in the hearts and minds of employees.
• Visions of the direction of the enterprise emerge from all levels. The responsibility of top management is to manage the process whereby new, emerging visions become shared visions.
• Employees are invited to learn what is going on at every level of the organization, so they can understand how their actions influence others.
• People feel free to inquire about each other's (and their own) assumptions and biases. There are few, if any, sacred cows or "undiscussable" subjects.
• People treat each other as colleagues. Mutual respect and trust are evident in the way they talk to each other and work together, no matter what their position may be.
• People feel free to try experiments, take risks, and openly assess the results. No one is censured for making a mistake. 
… and Organizational Learning
In the final analysis, other definitions of learning organizations share more with Peter Senge's than they disagree with, but it should not be assumed that any type of organization can be a learning organization. In a time of great change, only those with the requisite attributes will excel. Every person has the capacity to learn, but the organizational structures and systems in which each functions are not automatically conducive to reflection and engagement. There may be psychological and social barriers to learning and change. Or people may lack the knowledge management tools with which to make sense of the circumstances they face. In this sense, the learning organization is an ideal toward which organizations must evolve by creating the motive, means, and opportunities. 8 The literature on learning organizations is oriented to action and geared to the use of strategies and tools to identify, promote, and evaluate the quality of learning processes. In contrast, that on organizational learning concentrates on the detached collection and analysis of the processes involved in individual and collective learning inside organizations. That is to say, organizational learning is the activity and the process by which organizations eventually reach the ideal of a learning organization. The dividing line between the two is the extent to which proponents emphasize organizational learning as a technical or a social process. Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger think that learning is inherently a social process that cannot be separated from the context in which it takes place. They coined the term "community of practice" in 1991 based on their work on learning theory in the late 1980s and early 1990s (even if the phenomenon to which it refers is age old). Learning is in the relationships between people. Social learning occurs when persons who share an interest collaborate over time to exchange ideas, find solutions, and build innovations based on ability, not hierarchical position. Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger argue that communities of practice are everywhere and that we are generally involved in several of them-at work, school, or home, and even in our civic and leisure activities.
We all are core members of some groups and at the margins of others. Naturally, the characteristics of communities of practice vary. But they can be defined along three dimensions: (i) what they are about (their domain), (ii) how they function (their community), and (iii) what capabilities they produce (their practice).
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More recently, communities of practice have been associated with knowledge management as organizations recognize their potential contributions to human and social capital 11 as well as to organizational performance.
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A motive is a reason for doing something. Here, the motive is to understand learning and why it is important. The means are models, methods, competences, and support. Opportunities are in the space made available for learning, with implications for prioritizing time. Single-loop learning asks a one-dimensional question to elicit a one-dimensional answer. Double-loop learning turns the question back on the questioner. It encourages people to be personally responsible for their action and inaction, and reveals information that can produce real change. Double-loop learning is potentially far-reaching and can lead to what has been termed triple-loop learning-challenging the principles and assumptions of an organization, which requires an open if not robust exchange of views. Pessimists argue that bureaucracy and learning are mutually exclusive because bureaucracies all too often subjugate initiatives to their operating routines and mindsets, even though mindsets themselves must change for learning to occur. This argument, if it holds, underscores the importance of the evaluation function in bureaucracy. Communities of practice can drive strategy, spawn new ideas for products and services, transfer good practice 12 and decrease the learning curve of new employees, respond more rapidly to specific client needs (requested or anticipated) for certain information, solve problems quickly, minimize organizational knowledge loss (both tacit and explicit), reduce rework and prevent "reinvention of the wheel," develop professional skills, and help engage and retain talented individuals. Even with the help of community-oriented technologies, 13 however, harnessing them in support of organizational development is not easy. Communities of practice benefit from cultivation, but their organic, spontaneous, and informal nature makes them resistant to supervision and interference. Importantly, knowledge and activity are intimately connected, and knowledge workers 14 have a strong need to feel that their work contributes to the whole. To get communities of practice going, leaders should (i) identify potential communities that will enhance the organization's core competencies, (ii) provide supportive infrastructure, and (iii) use nontraditional methods to measure their value. In a learning organization, leaders are designers, stewards, and teachers.
15 Fundamentally, they should move from managing to enabling knowledge creation. Communities of practice are voluntary, and what will make them successful over time is their ability, within an enabling environment, to generate enough excitement, relevance, and value to attract, engage, and retain members. Depending on their maturity, communities of practice fall in one of two self-reproducing patterns of organizational performance, as illustrated in Figure 4. and between social networks.
12
A good practice is defined as anything that has been tried and shown to work in some way-whether fully or in part but with at least some evidence of effectiveness-and that may have implications for practice at any level elsewhere. Three possible levels of good practice flow from this: (i) promising practices, (ii) demonstrated practices, and (iii) replicated practices.
13
In a fast-changing market, numerous community-oriented technologies have emerged. They include (i) the desktop, with portal-like applications for managing participation in several groups; (ii) online project spaces for joint work; (iii) website communities; (iv) discussion groups; (v) synchronous meeting facilities, online auditoriums, conference rooms, and chat rooms; (vi) e-learning systems; (vii) expert profiles; and (viii) knowledge repositories. The advantages of one over another have to do with time and space, participation, membership, value creation, connections, and community development. 
